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REVISITING THE WORLD OF CIDLDREN:
MYTHS, METAPHORS, AND NEW DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCH

by
Ruth Hubbard
Once when I was six years old I saw a magnificent picture in a book,
called True Stories from Nature, about the primeval forest. It was a picture
of a boa constrictor in the act of swallowing an animal. Here is a copy of the
drawing.

·--- In the book it said: "Boa constrictors swallow their prey whole, without
chewing it. After that they are not able to move, and they sleep through the
six months that they need for digestion."
I pondered deeply, then over the adventures of the jungle. And after
some work with a colored pencil I succeeded in making my first drawing. My
Drawing Number One. It looked like this:

I showed my masterpiece to the grown-ups, and asked then whether the
drawing frightened them.
But they answered, "Frighten? Why should anyone be frightened by
a hat?"
My drawing was not a picture of bat. It was a picture of a boa
constrictor digesting an elephant. But since the grown-ups were not able to
understand it, I made another drawing: I drew the inside of the boa
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constrictor, so that the grown-ups could see it clearly. They always need to
have things explained. My Drawing Number Two looked like this:

~
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.

-

The grown-ups' response this time, was to advise me to lay aside my
drawing of boa constrictors, whether from the inside or the outside, and
devote myself instead to geography, history, arithmetic, and grammar (Antoine
de Saint Exupery, 1942, pp. 3-4).
In interpreting the behaviors and motives of children, adults are liable to approach
the task from their own world views and conceptions; they are often quite "adult-centric."
Consider for example, this interpretation of a child's drawing by psychiatrist Robert Bums
(see Figure 1):
A Baby in the family is an event which usually causes jealousy in other
siblings. K-F-D 77 [Figure 1] reflects many of the dynamics in the reactions
of a child to a new favored baby. This drawing was done by seven-and-onehalf-year-old Billy, and we note how the baby is the center of the family's
attention. Billy is upside down; apparently, this is the way his world is at this
time, with a three-month-old baby in the family. We note the crib in which
the baby is placed has repetitive lines and some elements of cross-hatching
seen in more obsessive-compulsive cases. In addition, Billy is throwing
something in the garbage can. This is a [symbolic] recurrent method of
evicting the intruder on the family's peace and quiet. Little children get rid
of things that are "nasty" or "dirty" by throwing them in the garbage can ...
This is a repeated symbol in the new baby syndrome ... (Bums and Kaufman,
1972, p. 174).

Figure 1. Billy's Family Drawing
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Burns and Kaufman are basing their interpretation of Billy's drawing on several
assumptions, all coming from the particular framework in which they are steeped. Before
even looking at Billy's drawing, they assume he is jealous and will fit nicely into their preconceived "new baby syndrome." And in a very egocentric manner, they assume that Billy
is using the two-dimensional space of the page the way they have been conditioned to, and
that Billy, is, in fact, depicting himself as upside down.
Without asking Billy about the picture and his own interpretations, we can't know of
course, what he had in mind, but six-year-old Bobby used space in a similar way in his
drawing about playing a new card game when he visited his friend Barry (see Figure 2).

Figure 2 Bobby's New Card Game

First, he wanted to provide a context for his readers. "That's the T.V.
That's one of Barry's robotic things. That's the couch and chair -- you know,
one of those chairs where you lean it back," he explained as he pointed to
different objects on the page. "I'm going to need to make more furniture."
His classmate Josh leaned over the picture. "Oh! It's a top view. Is
he looking up or down at the cards?"
"At the cards. See, that's the card," Bobby pointed to the rectangle in
the center of the card players. "You put some in the middle to get points.
You have to have them to face the other people. You put all the cards down
but only one partner keeps it down" (Hubbard, 1987, p. 62).
Instead of using a simple vertical plane of top and bottom, ground and sky, as most
adults do, Bobby unfolded the scene into, as Josh immediately perceived, a top view. Bobby
does not feel his world is upside down because he is playing a card game! I shudder to
think of the interpretation Burns and Kaufman might give to the crossed legs, or fists full
of cards. Nowhere in their book of drawing interpretations do the voices of the children
appear, explaining the meaning and intentions in their drawings. Instead, the authors rely
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exclusively on their own assumptions about the world of childhood and the abilities of
children.
Unfortunately, they are not alone and this adult-centric view of children pervades our
education system. The double thesis of this article is that there has been a distorted
portrayal of the world of childhood in general and a systematic underestimation by
researchers and educational theorists of the true abilities of children.
The Social History of Childhood

The traditional and still prevailing concept of childhood is that it is a natural state.
Yet the line between childhood and adulthood is culturally drawn, evolving to fit the needs
of the community (Goldstone, 1986). As the community changes, the metaphors and myths
surrounding childhood shift as well.
Research by Phillipe Aries (1962) and Neil Postman (1981) show that childhood itself
is a fairly recent cultural invention, virtually non-existent in the Middle Ages. Medieval
artists, for example, did not depict children; they did not "know childhood" or attempt to
portray it. Their renderings of young subjects do not resemble children as we would view
them, but look more like miniature adults. In a typical medieval Bible picture of Jesus
speaking with children, he seems to be surrounded by dwarves: their clothes, postures, and
facial expressions are those of tiny adults.
In many ways, this "child as miniature adult" metaphor was a true representation of
the concept of children. Until the sixteenth century, children dressed exactly as adults and
were a part of the adult society as soon as they could be independent of their nanny or
mother. According to Postman, this typically occurred around age seven, and after that,
"[c]hildren worked beside adults, drank in taverns with adults, gambled with adults, went to
war with adults, and shared beds with adults. Children and adults played the same games
... there were no topics or words or activities from which children were supposed to be
shielded" (Meyrowitz, 1985, p. 258). Lawrence Stone (1977), in his history of the family in
England, offers more evidence of the lack of separation of the child's world from the adult's:
"Children saw deaths and executions, witnessed sexual activities, and often engaged in sex
play themselves" (p. 84).
But beginning in the sixteenth century, a new concept of the child -- and of childhood
emerged. Aries traces it to the rise of the middle class. 1 Stone believes it was first
discussed by Renaissance humanists, and Elizabeth Eisenstein (1979) puts forth an intriguing
theory that links the invention of childhood with literacy. Whatever the cause, sixteenthcentury children became a separate class, at first as a source of amusement and relaxation
for the adults that surrounded them in the home -- a cuddly and innocent plaything.
But the seventeenth-century moralists also discovered childhood, but for them,
children were not charming toys; they were creatures of God in need of safeguard ... and
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reform. The Puritans stressed protecting children from the pollution of life, mainly by
accepting the unquestioned authority of their parents. Stone found a determination to
"break the will of the child, and to enforce his utter subjection to the authority of his elders
and superiors, and most especially, of his parents" (p. 162). The state of Massachusetts went
so far as to make disobedience to parents punishable by death. (Stone assures us that "only
a handful of children were actually executed under this law" [p. 175].)
This concept of the child quickly merged with the family attitudes and melded into
the dominant view of the unspoiled child in need of protection and moral authority -- a
concept which has influenced the education of children beginning in the seventeenth century.
Geoffrey Summerfield (1984) traces the first influential book on the rearing and educating
of young people to philosopher John Locke's Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693).
Among other things, Locke recommended that, with young children, "all their innocent Folly,
Playing, and Childish Actions, are to be left perfectly free and unrestrained, as far as they
can consist with Respect to those that are present" (p. 156). These "thoughts" influenced
later Western writers and philosophers, notably Wordsworth (The Prelude, 1805), William
Blake (Songs of Innocence, 1789), and even Rousseau (Emile, 1792) -- a philosopher who
disagreed with Locke on many points, but, according to Summerfield, did not escape his
philosophical influence. Cherish children for their own sake, is the message of these works;
protect their innocence and uniqueness without contaminating them with adult biases. 2
A complete survey reviewing the concept of the child in educational theory is beyond
the scope of this paper; what emerges from this philosophy that has remained a tradition
into the twentieth century is the image of the "child as redeemer." Robert Coles (The Moral
Lives of Children, 1986) would like to view the children as moral protagonists. Rather than
respecting their reasonableness, he instead admires their innate "goodness" in the tradition
of Locke and Wordsworth. Seen in this light, children are expected, according to Madeleine
Grumet (1986), to lead and heal our troubled world; they are a special class bearing the
burden of saving the universe. "[The child's] education brings him from sentimental
kindergartens and authoritarian classrooms to sun-dappled commencements where we exhort
him [or her] to make the world a better place" (Grumet, 1986, p. 91). 3
This brief history shows how our current understanding of children rests on a network
of undefended assumptions. As William Kessen reminds us, the child is "essentially and
eternally a cultural invention" (Kessen, 1979, p. 815).4
Reassessing Children's Strengths

Children are typically assessed in terms of what they cannot yet do. In child
psychology and development theory, children are viewed as deficient, or at least, incomplete
(Speier, 1976). The prevailing metaphor is that of growth: vines and plants growing, buds
not yet ready to bloom. "[C]hildhood finds voice only as a distant echo of what is yet to
come" (Jenks, 1982, p. 14). This isn't surprising; none other than Charles Darwin is
considered tobe the Godfather of child psychology (Kessen, 1979), followed by G. Stanley
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Hall and Arnold Gesell, who constantly tied cognitive development to the biological growth
of children. In the twentieth century, major figures in child psychology like Piaget, Kagan,
and Bruner have worked from a developmental model, plotting the different stages through
which children pass on their way to adulthood. They believe that there are qualitative
differences between the cognitive abilities of children and adults. Piaget has probably been
the most influential, with his central belief in the egocentrism of children, which he feels
interferes with their ability to successfully negotiate the world.
In the last decade, many researchers have begun to challenge these notions about
children's abilities. Psychologists Sheldon and Barbara White attack the notion of agerelated developmental stages (White & White, 1980). They suggest that Piaget's age-related
cognitive stages are the weakest part of this theory. Since most of these studies are not
longitudinal, children are not compared with themselves at a later age. For example,
children at age five might be compared to children who are nine years old now. And there
is no evidence that in four years, these five-year-olds will respond the way the nine-year-olds
do now, nor that these nine-year-olds would have responded as today's five-year-olds, four
years ago.
Marilyn Shatz in another researcher who finds different stages of thinking for
different ages simplistic (1977). Instead, she looks for similarities in the thinking of people
at different ages and has found that children seem to vary in their mastery of a skill
depending on the nature of the situation.
Margaret Donaldson, in her award-winning book, Children's Minds (1978), also
refuted many aspects of Piaget's theories. She found that when tasks were presented to
children within meaningful contexts, they were able to accomplish the same Piagetian tasks
they traditionally failed to perform in experimental situations (see also Black, 1981; Hughes
and Grieve, 1979; and McGarrigle and Donaldson, 1974).
Paul Light builds on the work of Donaldson et al. challenging Piaget's belief in the
egocentrism of children. In an interesting series of experiments concerning children's
abilities to empathize and play another's part in a situation, he finds that a child's growing
social sensitivity is at the core of his or her development. For Light, role-taking rather than
egocentrism is that "concept which bridges social and individual aspects of cognition" (Light,
1979, p. 117).
These studies concern the abilities of young children, but the world of infant
psychology is changing as well. Daniel Stern (1985) contends that infants are not nearly as
passive as has been previously believed. In a longitudinal study where he videotaped the
interactions between parents and infants, and months later the same parents with these
children, be found that the infants had taught their parents to adjust to the degree of
stimulation they needed. For example, one infant bad a more passive temperament than
her mother, and would break eye contact when in danger of being over-stimulated. She also
developed other patterns of behavior to train the mother to slow down -- patterns which
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remained intact even when Stern videotaped them again, years later. On the other hand,
active babies found ways to stimulate too-passive mothers and fathers.
Infant specialist, Dr. T. Berry Brazelton, has also begun to take another look at
videotaped interactions between parents and children and to reinterpret the behavior on the
tapes. "We used to see the parents shaping the child," he states, "but now we see the child
also helping to shape the parents" (quoted in Freidrich, 1983, p. 57).
Unfortunately, not enough researchers have been willing to "take another look" at the
capabilities of children. Too many are like Burns and Kaufman, trapped within their mental
frameworks and unable to break out. Dr. Rochel Gelman wrote that she and many of her
colleagues were blind for many years to the evidence of pre-schoolers' cognitive -- and social
-- abilities because they were unwilling to "recognize facts that contradict existing theories"
(Gelman, 1981, p. 161).
Consider the research of Howard Gardner, for example -- a leading cognitive
psychologist working with Project Zero at Harvard University. He consistently designs
experimental tasks to test children's artistic concepts, but all from his pre-existing
developmental framework. He asks children standard sets of questions, never taking into
account Donaldson's work, realizing the child, in trying to make sense of the situation, is
pondering, "What does the adult want? Why is he asking me this?"
One of the conclusions is that children don't have a sense of an artist's style
(Gardner, 1982). His experimental method was to show the children two paintings -- a
traditional, realistic painting of a horse by Goya, and an abstract Kandinski. He then asked
the children if the two paintings could have been painted by the same man. Most said yes,
although some reasoned, "No, because he'd be too tired after painting the first one." If I
had been one of the children and never seen the works of either artist before, I might make
the same judgment. Artists do, after all, change in their styles; what if Gardner had chosen
instead two Picasso's -- one from his very early realistic phase and another from his cubist
period?
And, in fact, researchers who observe children in a classroom setting as they draw
for their own purposes in meaningful context have evidence that they can recognize artistic
style. Patricia McLure notes that the six-year-old children in her class recognize and
comment on the distinct styles of the other children in the classroom. They also recognize
the works of adult artists they are familiar with -- picture-book illustrators like Frank Asch,
Steven Kellogg, and Trina Shart Hyman. One morning, for example, as Ms. McLure read
from E. B. White's Charlotte's Web, Roger commented that the pictures were done by
Garth Williams, who had illustrated another class favorite -- The Chick Story. And after
the chapter had been read, Barry brought it up again: "I think the background looks like
Stuart Little. Did Garth Williams illustrate that, too?" (Hubbard, 1985, p. 157).
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Gardner's work is also fraught with the phrase "children cannot yet ... " For
example, he claims that children in the pre-operational stage cannot manipulate mental
images (Gardner, 1982). Yet Allan P'aivio proved that they can turn things they are familiar
with, such as letters, in their minds effortlessly (Paivio, 1983).
The point of this criticism is to highlight the drawbacks of too-narrow assumptions
about children and their abilities. And this calls for a new research methodology, as well
as a new metaphor, for children.
The Child as Ethnographic Informant

"Method is not innocent or neutral. It not only presupposes an understanding of what
constitutes social and political life; it has also become a powerful factor in shaping (or
rather misshaping) human life in the modern world" (Bernstein, 1983, p. 45).
Until recently, educational research has been dominated by positivist traditions, but
many researchers are finding this world view getting in the way of a full understanding of
human behavior and especially, human potential.5 A methodological shift is underway, from
the quantitative research of the past to a more holistic view. This shift is not necessarily a
graceful one, and has sometimes even occurred in the midst of a study.
Jerome Harste and his colleagues at Indiana University, for example, began a study
of young children acquiring written language (1985). Although Harste et al. began the study
under an experimental framework, it became more and more naturalistic. A sensible
compromise appeared to be to meld the two designs, which the researchers attempted, but
soon abandoned, reasoning that the two methods ultimately represented different and
incompatible world views. Their tasks became more and more open-ended and they came
to view the children as their "curricular informants," showing the researchers the process of
their learning (Harste and Rowe, 1986).
More and more educational researchers are making similar shifts, researchers like
James Britton, Kenneth and Yetta Goodman, Donald Graves, Jane Hansen, Don Holdaway,
and Frank Smith. But I propose a more radical step: to study the world of children
anthropologically, viewing the world as its own culture, and expanding Harste's metaphor
so that children can teach us as "ethnographic informants."
Ethnography is the work of describing a culture. As Malinowski explains it, the goal
is "to grasp the native's point of view, his relation to life, to realize his vision of his world"
(Malinowski, 1922, p. 25). And the way the ethnographer learns this culture is through his
or her informant, a native speaker who acts as a source of information. The informant
literally becomes the teacher for the ethnographer. If we invite children to become our
ethnographic informants, we can begin to understand the world on their terms, without
falling prey to pre-existing assumptions about their abilities. In this new role, the child is
not the passive "subject" of the research, but an active collaborator.
13

When we shift to an ethnographic perspective, another fundamental difference is
implied. In traditional research, the unit of study is the single child, in keeping with the still
prevailing Piagetian notion of the individual child constructing and reinventing concepts of
her world. Some psychologists, such as William Kessen, argue that this is a difficult model
to escape because it is the core of our American culture: "The child -- like the Pilgrim, the
cowboy, the detective on television -- is invariably seen as a free-standing isolable being who
moves through development as a self-contained and complete individual" (Kessen, 1979, p.
819). Ethnographic research, on the other hand, with its emphasis on the wider culture
takes seriously the notion that development is largely a social construction, stressed by
researchers like Paul Light (1979), Lev Vygotsky (1978), and Berger and Luckmann (1966).
In reviewing the ethnographic literature, I found that anthropologists have indeed
relied on children as informants in the past. James Spradley, for example, who has studied
cultures as diverse as Skid Row and cocktail lounges, recalls Laurie as one of his best
informants. "She answered my questions with the calm assurance of an expert. She recalled
incidents that had happened and told me stories that brought to life the cultural scene she
knew so well. It didn't matter that she had just passed her fourth birthday; she had
mastered the complex culture of her kindergarten class" (Spradley, 1976, p. 26).
Ton Beekman is another researcher who "stepped inside the landscape of the child"
(Beekman, 1986, p. 39) in order to find out more about his world. A clinical psychologist
from the Netherlands, she had been studying children's experiences of time and space, but
found the research limited. She writes:
We read the literature about these issues, but the emphasis there was only on
the cognitive aspects of the children's experiences. In the standard texts we
can discover all the things children still don't know, and what adult-defined
developmental stage they are in. But as phenomenologists, we realize that in
order to understand children's experiences, we need to observe them directly,
not through the myopic lenses of our adult-centered theories (Beekman, p.
41).
Beekman and her associates found that the best way to discover the time and space
experiences of the Netherlands children was to enter their world, joining them in they daily
games of Hide 'n Seek.
There are, of course, stumbling blocks in opening up the ethnographer-informant
relationship. Typically, adults hold a position of authority over children; even innocent
questions might be interpreted as requiring differential answers. But adults can show by
joining in children's routines and by an attitude of genuine respect that they truly do want
to be accepted and learn from their child informants. Researcher William Corsaro found
that he was referred to as "that big kid -- he has to go to school, too," and "Big Bill"
(Corsaro, 1981, p. 117). In my own work in a first grade, I knew I had been accepted as a
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somewhat bigger classmate when six-year-old Noa called me up to invite me over to play
one afternoon.
Above all, this type of research requires time and the patience to discover the recipes
of behavior that guide the culture of the children we are studying -- learning to see "their
vision from their point of view." For it is only from the perspective of the children
themselves that we can learn to see the elephants inside boa constrictors rather than
ordinary, every day hats.

ENDNOTES
1

There is a large body of research devoted to the literature of middle class concepts of
childhood beginning in the nineteenth century. For more information, see: M. Mead &
M. Wolfenstein, 1955; P. G. Slater, 1977; and R.H. Bloch, 1978.
2

See Geoffrey Summerfield's Fantasy and Reason (1984) for a complete discussion of
the factors -- "philosophical, social, and moral" -- bearing on children's development in
the eighteenth century.

3

"The child as redeemer" occurs often in the literature. In James Axtell's account of
education, he discusses the "child redeemer [who] has become the adorable symbol of
society's self-deception, a means of foisting the mission of our own liberation upon those
least able to effect it" (Axtell, 1976). Also Madeleine Grumet cites Bernard Wishy at
length: "Bernard Wishy portrays the child redeemer as an innocent figure who emerged
from the rubble of the Civil War to save Americans from the pluralism of urban
industrial life. He points to Huck Finn as the child redeemer par excellence, menaced
by civilization, fighting to resist its evil lures by escaping to the river" (Grumet, 1986, p.
90).

4

Kessen demonstrates how the conception of children has changed by quoting messages
from our history (Kessen, 1979, p. 815). He cites these three examples, for instance,
which span American history:
"The first duties of children are in a great measure mechanical: an obedient child
makes a Bow, comes and goes, speaks or is silent, just as he is bid, before he knows any
other Reason for so doing than that he is bid" (Nelson, 1753).
"The rule that parents should not play with their children may seem hard but it is
without doubt a safe one" (West, 1914).
Kessen compares this shifting advice to hearing a parent of the 1970s speak of her
six-year-old:
"LuAnn liked the school in California the best -- the only rules were no chemical
additives in the food and no balling in the hallways" (Rothchild and Wolf, 1976).

15

5

Ton Beekman declares that "positivism is dead," while Lous Heshesius provides a
bibliography of the accounts of the dissatisfaction in science, philosophy, education,
social science, and psychology with the positivist tradition. For her critical view, see:
Pedagogy. Special Education. and the Lives of Young Children, 1986.
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